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Release from the Slavery of Debt: 
The Jubilee Year for Ancient Israel 
and the Modern Global Economy
The	concept	of 	the	jubilee	year	described	in	Le-
viticus		calls	for	a	proclamation	of 	liberty	through-






















To	 understand	 the	 full	meaning	 of 	 the	 jubilee	
year,	its	context	within	the	larger	book	of 	Leviticus	
must first be established. As part of  the Priestly tra-
dition (P) which was written during the postexilic 
period,	 the	book	of 	Leviticus	contains	a	collection	
of 	laws	concerning	ritual	purity.1		Its	rules	establish	
the	 rituals	and	practices	by	which	 the	ancient	 Isra-









necessary	 without	 deception,	 and	 the	 importance	
1	R.	Norman	Whybray,	Introduction to the Pentateuch (Grand Rapids, 
MI:	Wm.	B.	Eerdmans	Publishing	Co.,	199),	1.
	Ibid.,	10
of 	 the	 connection	 between	 land	 and	 the	 family.”	
All	the	mandates	which	make	up	the	jubilee	year	in	
Leviticus	 —necessary	 fallow	 cycles	 for	 the	 land,	
the	prohibition	against	usury,	and	the	redemption	of 	






by the Lord to Moses on Mount Sinai (Lev 25:1). 
Second,	the	computation	of 	the	calendar	by	which	
the	 jubilee	 year	 is	determined	 is	 itself 	of 	holy	 sig-
nificance. Given the sacredness of  the number seven 
in	ancient	Israelite	culture,	a	cycle	of 	“seven	weeks	
of 	years,”	or	forty-nine	years,	would	have	indicated	
a	heightened	sense	of 	holiness	 for	 the	 jubilee	year	
(25:8). Third, the sacred nature of  the jubilee year 
is intensified by the fact that its proclamation takes 
place	on	Israel’s	Day	of 	Atonement,	 the	most	 sol-
emn	day	of 	the	year	on	which	the	high	priest	atones	










one of  you shall return to his own property” (25:13). 
The	year	of 	jubilee	is	also	a	sabbatical	year	in	which	
there	 is	 to	 be	 no	 sowing	 or	 reaping	 and	 food	will	














(25:14-16). The majority of  chapter 25 (vv. 23-55) 
is	devoted	to	explanations	of 	how	the	absolute	law	
regarding	 redemption	 of 	 property	 is	 to	 be	 carried	
out:	 “The	 land	 shall	 not	 be	 sold	 in	 perpetuity;	 for	
the	 land	 is	mine,	 and	 you	 are	but	 aliens	who	have	
become	my	tenants.	Therefore,	in	every	part	of 	the	
country	that	you	occupy,	you	must	permit	the	land	to	
be redeemed” (25:23-24). Leviticus 25 thus describes 
multiple	 aspects	 of 	 the	 ritual	 return	 to	 family	 and	
ancestral property every fifty years.

















help	 and	 the	 tenants	who	 live	with	 you,	 and	
likewise	for	your	livestock	and	for	the	wild	ani-
mals on your land. (25:2, 6-7)





governs	all	of 	 Israel’s	 life	“for	 the	preservation	of 	
creation	and	for	the	liberation	and	well-being	of 	all	
God’s	people.”6	Following	this	cyclic	understanding	
of 	 time,	 the	 jubilee	 year	 serves	 as	 a	 recurring	mo-
ment	of 	 renewal	 for	both	 the	 land	and	 those	who	
work	it.
The	 jubilee	 year	 is	 necessary	 not	 only	 for	 the	
good	of 	creation,	but	for	the	good	of 	the	people’s	
covenantal	 relationship	 with	 God	 as	 well.	 Robert	
Kawashima	thus	views	the	jubilee	year	primarily	as	
	Calum	Carmichael,	Illuminating Leviticus: A Study of  Its Laws and 
Institutions in the Light of  Biblical Narratives (Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins	University	Press,	006),	1.
6	F.	Ross	Kinsler,	“Leviticus	,”	Interpretation 53, no. 4 (1999): 
97.
a purificatory ritual:
[T]he	 Jubilee	 Year	 symbolizes	 and	 completes	
an	 atonement	 of 	 socioeconomic	 pollution.	
The	Priestly	system	of 	thought	imagined	Isra-
el, at the moment of  its creation by divine fiat, 
as	 an	 ideal	 correlation	 of 	 people	 and	 land,	 a	
sacred	order,	which	not	unlike	the	organization	
of 	 creation	 itself 	 as	 described	 in	 the	Priestly	
cosmogony	of 	Genesis	1,	must	periodically	be	
restored.7
Following	 this	 understanding	 of 	 Israel	 as	 a	 nation	
(the chosen people and the promised land), Ka-






has	 to	be	periodically	 and	 ritually	 set	 right.	There-
fore	 the	mandates	 surrounding	 the	 jubilee	year	are	
“sacred,	not	just	civil,	obligations,”	which	take	place	
in	order	to	reestablish	right	relationship	with	God.9	
The	 return	of 	 the	people	 to	 their	 families	 and	an-
cestral land signifies “the return of  cosmic order to 
Israel”—the	original	pure	state	of 	the	nation,	both	
people	 and	 land.10	 Vision	meets	 reality,	 and	God’s	
reign	 of 	 peace	 and	 justice	 is	 once	 again	 restored	
throughout	the	land:	
Within	 the	 Priestly	 system	 of 	 thought,	 then,	
the	 Jubilee	Year	 embodies	 the	highest	degree	
of 	purity	attainable	on	earth,	the	highest	good	
according	to	the	priests’	philosophical	idealism.	
Every fiftieth year, everything is at it should be, 
where	it	should	be.11	
The	proclamation	of 	the	jubilee	year	on	the	Day	of 	
Atonement confirms its purificatory nature: “on the 
very	day	that	the	scapegoat	disposes	of 	the	people’s	
sins	in	the	wilderness,	the	people	and	the	land	return	
to	 their	 original,	 sacred	 distribution.”1	The	 jubilee	
year	thus	serves	as	a	necessary	means	for	reestablish-
ing right relationship with God through the purifica-
tion	of 	Israel	as	a	nation.	
Having	thus	established	the	necessity	of 	the	ju-
bilee	 year,	 an	 examination	 of 	 its	 theological	 foun-
7	Robert	 S.	Kawashima,	 “The	 Jubilee	Year	 and	 the	Return	of 	







dations	naturally	 follows.	According	 to	 the	biblical	




eration	 from	Egyptian	 rule:	 “For	 to	me	 the	 Israel-
ites	 belong	 as	 servants;	 they	 are	 servants	 of 	mine,	
because	I	brought	them	out	of 	the	 land	of 	Egypt,	
I,	 the	 Lord, your God” (Lev 25:55). The primary 
place	of 	the	Exodus	in	Israel’s	understanding	of 	the	
jubilee	 year	 is	 seen	 in	many	 of 	 the	motive	 clauses	
attached	to	jubilee	laws	which	explain	the	necessity	
of 	their	observance:	“Since	those	whom	I	brought	
out	of 	the	land	of 	Egypt	are	servants	of 	mine,	they	
shall not be sold as slaves to any man” (25:42). The 
basis	 for	 justice	 in	 the	 jubilee	year	 is	 reverence	 for	
the	Lord	of 	the	Exodus	who	brought	Israel	out	of 	
slavery:	“Do	not	deal	unfairly,	then;	but	stand	in	fear	
of 	your	god.	I,	the	Lord, am your God” (25:17). The 
people	are	 to	 live	with	each	other	 in	remembrance	
of 	how	God	has	treated	them	with	compassion	and	
justice:	“When	one	of 	your	fellow	countrymen	is	re-
duced	 to	poverty	 and	 is	unable	 to	hold	out	beside	
you,	 extend	 to	 him	 the	 privileges	 of 	 an	 alien	 or	 a	
tenant,	 so	 that	 he	may	 continue	 to	 live	 with	 you”	
(25:35). Through the calendar rhythms of  sabbath, 
Israel	ritually	remembers	the	experience	of 	the	Exo-











slavery	was	 renewed	 and	 a	new	day	of 	 justice	 and	
peace	dawned.”14	




is	mine,	 and	 you	 are	 but	 aliens	who	 have	 become	




14	 C.	 René	 Padilla,	 “The	 Relevance	 of 	 the	 Jubilee	 in	 Today’s	








financial support to free one from the bondage of  
slavery	or	destitution—is	understood	by	some	com-

















upheaval?	Was	 the	 jubilee	 ideal	 instead	 envisioned	
simply	to	give	hope	to	Israelites	who	were	devastated	
economically	by	the	Babylonian	exile?	The	historic-
ity	 of 	 the	 jubilee	 year	 continues	 to	 be	 debated	 by	
scholars.17	Yet	what	matters	most	for	the	application	






1	Robert	North,	The Biblical Jubilee . . . After Fifty Years (Rome: 





Jubilee (or of  the whole chapter), which probably is somewhat 
more	 common	 among	 commentators,	 often	 linked	 with	 Isa	
61	 or	with	 the	 return	 from	 exile.	 .	 .	 .	 Those	who	maintain	 a	




hopes were high and the fulfillment was so far off  as not to seem 
implausible” (North, The Biblical Jubilee,	11–1).
18	Leiter,	“The	Year	of 	Jubilee,”	170.
8 obsculta
well	 as	 a	 primary	 concern	 for	 those	who	 raise	 the	
issue	 of 	 debt	 reduction	 for	 the	Developing	World	
today.	The	Levitical	author	condemns	interest-bear-
ing	 loans	 in	no	uncertain	terms:	“Do	not	exact	 in-
terest	from	your	countryman	either	in	money	or	in	
kind,	but	out	of 	fear	of 	God	let	him	live	with	you.	
You	are	 to	 lend	him	neither	money	at	 interest	nor	
food at a profit” (Lev 25:36-37). The burden of  debt 






















key	 factors	which	established	 the	 jubilee’s	meaning	
for	ancient	Israel—its	necessity,	theological	founda-
tions,	 and	 symbolic	 value—in	 order	 to	 determine	
what	meaning	the	jubilee	holds	for	the	present	age.
First,	 the	 necessity	 of 	 a	 jubilee	 proclamation	






of  industrial nations, depleting their nation’s finan-
cial	resources	at	the	expense	of 	addressing	the	basic	
needs	 of 	 their	 own	 citizens,	 “such	 as	 food,	 health	
care,	 clothing,	 and	 housing.”1	 The	 debts	 of 	many	
nations	 have	 become	 largely	 unpayable,	 and	 some	
indebted	 countries	 have	 simply	 ceased	 payment.	
19	North,	The Biblical Jubilee, 18.




and	 the	 International	 Monetary	 Fund	 have	 recog-





exploitation	 through	 economic	 slavery,	 “to	 avoid	






























Church’s	declaration	of 	000	as	 a	 Jubilee	Year,	 “an	 important	
religious	 event	 calling	 for	 forgiveness	 of 	 sins,	 reconciliation	
between	adversaries,	and	a	commitment	to	serve	God	with	joy	
and peace” (Leiter, “The Year of  Jubilee,” 182). Pope John Paul 
II	was	a	leader	in	the	effort	to	awaken	public	consciousness	to	the	
need for a significant change in global economic policy toward 
the	 debts	 of 	 developing	 countries.	 The	 Jubilee	 movement’s	
work to rally political leaders and powerful financial institutions 
continues	today;	notably	the	year	007	was	declared	a	“Sabbath	
year”	 by	 the	 Jubilee	 USA:	 “Inspired	 by	 the	 Jubilee	 vision	
of 	 liberation	 and	 fullness	 of 	 life	 for	 all,	 people	 of 	 faith	 and	
conscience	around	the	world	are	calling	their	political	leaders	to	
observe	a	Sabbath	Year	in	007,	seven	years	after	Jubilee	000.”	
Jubilee	 USA:	 The	 Sabbath	 Year,	 http://www.jubileeusa.org/




























belief 	 in	 this	 divinely	 ordained	 legislation	 suggests	





value	 of 	 these	 rules	was	 not	 their	 effectiveness	 as	
an	enforceable	 law	but	their	effectiveness	for	serv-
ing	as	a	 symbol	 for	 those	who	advocated	an	egali-









The	 Hebrew	 Bible	 contains	 numerous	 legal	
rules	 that	 are	 problematic	 from	 a	 legislative	
standpoint,	yet	they	have	remained	part	of 	the	
biblical	tradition.	.	.	.	Such	laws	do	not	function	
effectively	 as	 enforceable	 legislation	 but	 tend	
6	Ibid.,	16.
7	Kinsler,	“Leviticus	,”	9.
28 Leiter, “The Year of  Jubilee” 178.
9	Ibid.,	179.
to	 take	on	other	 functions	 that	 serve	 the	 so-





















the	 international	 debt	 crisis.	 They	 also	 serve	
as	 a	 symbol	 for	 those	who	 feel	 compelled	 to	
bridge	the	gap	between	the	rich	and	poor.1
To	 a	 certain	 degree,	 all	 laws	 are	 based	 on	 utopian	
visions.	 Humans	 create	 rules	 with	 the	 expectation	
that	most,	if 	not	all,	will	not	always	be	followed	to	
the	 fullest.	 Yet	 the	 standard	 is	 still	 set	 high	 in	 the	
hopes	of 	future	progress	and	human	potential.	Such	
hopeful	 standards	 are	needed	 to	 inspire	 the	 imagi-
nation	and	encourage	 real	 action:	“We	need	 to	ask	
not	whether	 it	 is	 realistic	or	practical	or	viable	but	
whether	it	is	imaginable.	.	 .	 .	The	imagination must	
come	before	 the	 implementation.”	As	 the	 jubilee	
year	stimulated	the	imagination	of 	ancient	Israel,	so	
too	 can	 its	 symbolic	 value	 function	 to	 inspire	 and	
direct	actions	today.	
The concept of  the jubilee year raises difficult 
questions.	What	do	freedom,	solidarity,	stewardship,	
justice,	and	equality	mean	in	today’s	world?	How	can	
balance	be	brought	 to	 the	 global	 economy?	Those	
who	accept	 the	book	of 	Leviticus	as	Sacred	Scrip-
ture	are	called	to	look	beyond	the	historical	circum-




	Walter	 Brueggemann,	The Prophetic Imagination (Philadelphia, 
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